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EXECuTiVE SuMMAry

introduction

The need for better data on the performance of higher 
education has become a major focus of education 
policymakers, and this has been reflected in federal 
legislation. Community colleges are appropriately held 
accountable for the workforce outcomes of their students, but 
the data that are gathered to evaluate those outcomes must 
reflect the post-college occupational experiences of their 
students: child-care providers, engineers, nurses, general 
contractors, and members of the armed forces. To better 
understand the current state of linkages between education 
and workforce outcomes, we examined the following:

1. The assumptions federal legislation makes about 
linkages between education and workforce outcomes 
and the data needed to document those outcomes.

2. How well current data collection systems capture the
workforce outcomes of educational pursuits.

Linkages between Education and 
Workforce Data Collection Proposed in 
Federal Legislation

The U.S. Department of Education and Department of Labor 
have a variety of programs designed to use individual student 
data to examine the workforce outcomes of students who 
complete educational programs. However, most of these 
statewide student-level data systems have been focused 
on K–12 education, with explicit funding for state education 
agencies. Federally funded programs have collected 
individual-level data on postsecondary workforce outcomes 
to measure performance relating to employment placement, 
retention, and earnings; however, not all data are adequately 
available to participating community colleges.

Data Sources for Workforce Outcomes of 
Educational Pursuits

All states currently collect individual-level workforce data 
for those program participants who work for an employer 
through unemployment insurance systems. In some 
instances, individual-level unemployment insurance data 
are shared between agencies in a state and are shared 
between states through the Wage Record Interchange 
System (WRIS) data-sharing agreement. Workforce data 
for federal employees, including military personnel, are also 
collected and shared with states to meet federal reporting 
requirements via the Federal Employment Data Exchange 
System (FEDES). Unfortunately, institutional access to these 
data is limited, placing a considerable and unnecessary 
burden on institutions.

A further limitation to the evaluation of postsecondary 
education programs is that, while state and federal systems 
collect individual-level data for those who work for an 
employer or government entities, those who are self-
employed are not included in these data systems. In 2007, 
some 21.7 million people worked in fields such as veterinary 
services, accounting, general contractors, specialty trade 
contractors, health practitioners, social workers, machinery 
repair, and engineering. 

Policy implications

The use of data to make decisions is at the core of an 
accountability culture. The federal government has 
encouraged the collection of individual-level data to inform 
policy decisions about education and workforce preparation. 
These advancements, in addition to numerous data systems 
and interstate partnerships, contribute greatly to our ability to 
understand the link between college and career readiness, 
but much more needs to be done. If we want to create data 
systems that inform students, parents, employers, and the 
community while improving educational practice, strong 
longitudinal data systems must be developed and utilized 
in ways consistent with a variety of both programmatic and 
educational objectives. Addressing the limitations identified in 
this brief would signify a substantial step forward.

Before the workforce outcomes of educational pursuits can 
be comprehensively analyzed, the following activities or 
policies need to receive further attention.

1. Encouraging the establishment of postsecondary
longitudinal data systems. Nearly half a billion dollars
either has been spent or is pending distribution to SEAs
for the expressed purpose of building longitudinal data
systems based on student-unit records. While the Higher
Education Opportunity Act of 2008 and the proposed
American Graduation Initiative (AGI) encourage the
establishment of postsecondary education data systems,
the funds have yet to be provided (and AGI is not yet 
authorized).

2. Providing colleges with access to data. Federal
and state legislation need to explicitly authorize providing
necessary and appropriate workforce-related data to
colleges and their representing agencies, if applicable,
while ensuring adequate privacy protections. The
substantial institutional reporting burdens associated
with federal programs would be greatly reduced if 
colleges were given the ability to more fully interact with
existing data systems and exchange partnerships that 
track individual workforce outcomes.
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3. Collecting comprehensive employment data.
Collecting individual-level education and workforce
outcome data across various state and federal 
departments, agencies, and partnerships must 
somehow take into account the role that individual 
choice plays in a given career path as well as the fact

that, currently, employment data are not available for all 
categories of employment. Thus, collecting data that 
truly reflect occupational success for any given trainee 
is an immensely complicated issue that merits further 
analysis. 
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MOViNG SuCCESS FrOM ThE ShADOWS: 
DATA SySTEMS ThAT LiNK EDuCATiON AND 

WOrKFOrCE OuTCOMES

introduction

The need for better data on the performance of higher 
education has become a major focus of education 
policymakers. Substantiating the success of postsecondary 
education entails providing evidence of workplace outcomes 
in addition to students’ attainment of certificates, degrees, 
or credentials. The recent focus on the relationship between 
education and workforce preparation is different than that in 
previous years in that there is now a call for collecting data 
on a broad, statewide scale as a means to gauge educational 
outcomes. This is clearly reflected in federal legislation. If 
community colleges are to accurately gauge and be held 
accountable for the workforce outcomes of their students, 
certain data are necessary. To better understand the 
current state of linkages between education and workforce 
outcomes, we examined the following:

1. The assumptions federal legislation makes about 
linkages between education and workforce outcomes 
and the data needed to document those outcomes.

2. How well current data collection systems capture the
workforce outcomes of educational pursuits.

Initially we conducted this inquiry by analyzing source 
documents, including federal legislation, program 
descriptions, technical manuals, and other publications 
developed by or related to the programs under review. 
Then we verified the accuracy of interpretations of these 
texts through conversations with program administrators 
and others familiar with the nuances of the relevant federal 
policies.

1. Linkages between Education and 
Workforce Data Collection Proposed in 
Federal Legislation

State Longitudinal Data Systems

Legislation has been enacted to enable the U.S. Department 
of Education to aggressively support the development of 
statewide, student-unit record systems. Four federal acts, in 
particular, have shaped this emerging policy thrust.

The Education Technical Assistance Act of 20021 introduced 
competitive grants for states to develop longitudinal data 
systems based on student-unit records. These Statewide 
Longitudinal Data Systems (SLDS) grants, administered 

by the Institute of Education Sciences, were available 
for FY 2006, 2007, and 2009.2 The focus of the grants 
was to develop systems for gathering longitudinal data 

Table 1. 
Data Elements Required by the America 
COMPETES Act of 2007

Preschool to Postsecondary Education
Unique statewide student identifi er.

Student-level enrollment, demographic, and 
program participation information.

Student-level information about the points at which stu-
dents exit, transfer in, transfer out, drop out, or complete 
P–16 education programs.

The capacity to communicate with higher 
education data systems.

State data audit system assessing data quality, validity, 
and reliability.

Preschool to Grade 12
Yearly test records of individual students.

Information on students not tested by grade and subject.

A teacher identifi er system with ability to match teacher 
to student.

Student-level transcript information, including courses 
completed and grades earned.

Student-level college readiness test scores.

Postsecondary Education

Information on the extent to which students 
transition successfully from secondary school to post-
secondary education, including whether 
students enroll in remedial course work.

Other information determined necessary to 
address alignment and adequate preparation for suc-
cess in postsecondary education.

Source: Public Law 110-69 § 6401 (e)(2)(d)
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on K–12 students. Only state education agencies (SEAs) 
were eligible to receive funding; most are K–12 agencies.3 
Grant applications included 21 requirements, and only one 
mentioned a potential link between K–12 and postsecondary 
education. In the first three grant rounds, a total of $265 
million was allocated to SEAs in 41 states and the District of 
Columbia.4

Building on the foundation created by the SLDS grants, the 
America Creating Opportunities to Meaningfully Promote 
Excellence in Technology, Education, and Science Act of 
2007 (America COMPETES Act)5 was designed in part to 
“promote more accountability with respect to preparation for 
higher education, the 21st century workforce, and the Armed 
Forces”.6 The legislation outlined the elements to be included 
in federally funded state longitudinal data systems, focusing 
on student-level data (see Table 1). Eligibility was extended 
beyond SEAs to allow statewide partnerships that included 
additional stakeholders, including at least one representative 
of a public community college. At least one representative 
from the business community and one from the armed forces 
were required as partners. Appropriations were not provided 
for the data systems proposed under this grant; however, 
the elements outlined in Table 1 have become required in 
subsequent federal legislation.

The Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA)7 
prohibited the development of a federal data system that 
tracked individual students over time.8 This prohibitive 
language, in part a response to a feasibility study by the 
U.S. Department of Education to test a potential national 
higher education unit-record data system,9 was aggressively 
supported by private colleges and privacy advocates. 
The prohibition was not extended to states; in fact, HEOA 
authorized a pilot program to support up to five states in 
the development of state-level, postsecondary student-unit 
record systems.10 However, to date, funds have not been 
appropriated for this purpose.

Three parts of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
of 2009 (ARRA)11 encouraged the development of student-
centered longitudinal data systems. First, the State Fiscal 
Stabilization Fund (SFSF) program provided funds to states 
on the conditions that they

1. Maintain levels of support for education in FY 2009 to 
2011 equal to that of FY 2006.

2. Achieve equity in the distribution of teachers with respect 
to student body composition and teacher quality.

3. Collect the data specified in the America 
    COMPETES Act.
4. Improve K–12 assessments and include all populations 

in testing.
5. Support struggling schools.12

The third condition—collecting the data specified in the 
America COMPETES Act—marked a major development in 
federal higher education data collection policy, even if federal 
collection efforts themselves were not affected. Also of great 
significance, ARRA provided $245 million to states, on a 

competitive basis, to develop these systems.13 As with the 
SLDS grants, SEAs were the only entities eligible to compete 
for the grants, replacing the more inclusive statewide 
partnership as outlined in the America COMPETES Act.14

In addition, ARRA also included state incentive grants, 
known as the Race to the Top fund grants, which included 
$4.35 billion to states to encourage innovation and reform. 
This competitive grant program prioritized proposals that 
aligned data from multiple agencies. As with the America 
COMPETES Act, the program did not distribute funds 
specifically for the purpose of developing or maintaining 
a longitudinal student-unit record system. However, 
proposals did have to meet the data requirements set 
forth in the America COMPETES Act and the other four 
conditions of the SFSF grants, which is essentially the same 
thing. Additionally, of the portion of $4.35 billion yet to be 
distributed, local education agencies were able to receive 
50% of the funds awarded to a state.15

Performance Measures for Federally 
Funded Programs

While federal legislation promoting statewide longitudinal 
data systems continues to foster the collection of student-
level data, legislation focused on workforce education also 
has included performance measures to evaluate funded 
programs. The two primary federal workforce education 
and training programs are the Carl D. Perkins Career and 
Technical Education Act of 2006 (Perkins Act)16 and the 
Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA).17

The Perkins Act was designed with a focus on developing 
the academic, career, and technical skills of secondary and 
postsecondary students. Five core indicators of performance 
for postsecondary students in these programs include 
attainment of (1) career and technical skills; (2) an industry-
recognized credential, certificate, or degree; (3) retention in 
or transfer to a bachelor’s degree program; (4) placement 
into the military or apprenticeship programs or placement 
and retention in a job; and (5) employment in nontraditional 
fields.18

The Workforce Investment Act overhauled the previous 
federal workforce investment system. A variety of 
performance indicators were included in the legislation to 
gauge the effectiveness of the authorized state and local 
workforce development systems. While the indicators differ 
slightly depending on the type of participant, outcomes 
shared across participants include unsubsidized employment; 
earnings; completion of a recognized credential (degree, 
certificate, or industry certification); and, for minors aged 14 
to 18, placement and retention in military service. Some of 
the data were designed to be used in the approval of higher 
education training programs for WIA eligibility.

Reflecting the current focus on data systems, the 
Employment and Training Administration of the U.S. 
Department of Labor has created the Workforce Data Quality 
Initiative under authority provided by WIA.19 The purpose of 
this initiative is to support the integration of workforce and 
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education data. The FY 2010 omnibus appropriations bill 
passed in December 2009 included $12.5 million for this 
initiative, with competitive grants to be announced early in 
2010.20

2. Data Sources for Workforce Outcomes of 
Educational Pursuits

Unemployment Insurance Programs

Unemployment compensation programs were created 
by the Social Security Act of 1935.21 These programs are 
federal and state partnerships, with the federal government 
providing broad outlines for the programs and states retaining 
control over criteria including, but not limited to, eligibility for 
unemployment insurance and the amount and duration of 
benefits.22 Data collected by state workforce agencies are 
used to determine unemployment benefits. At a minimum, 
these data include the employee’s social security number, 
quarterly earnings, and a unique code for the reporting 
employer.23 In addition to their role in providing information in 
the determination of unemployment insurance benefits, these 
data are also useful for understanding earnings, wage, and 

other workforce information.24

There are two national programs that track workers across 
state boundaries. The first is the Wage Record Interchange 
System (WRIS) created by the U.S. Department of Labor 
to facilitate the identification of out-of-state workers through 
unemployment insurance. WRIS makes it possible for 
participating states to share wage data for people who have 
participated in workforce investment programs so that they 
can identify which programs these people participated in and 
use these data to evaluate the effectiveness of the training 
providers. Currently all 50 states and the District of Columbia 
participate in WRIS.

The second program is the National Directory of New 
Hires (NDNH). This database includes unemployment 
insurance data, quarterly wage data from state and federal 
agencies, and information from the W-4 forms of new hires. 
Operated by the Office of Child Support Enforcement of the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, NDNH 
was developed to assist state child support agencies with 
enforcing child support orders and locating parents.25 The 
collected data may be shared with other federal and state 
entities for prescribed reasons, one of which allows the 
secretary of education to utilize the information for those who 
default on federal loans or overpay on grants. While these 
systems are comprehensive, there are certain criteria to 
determine who is covered; four questions must be answered 
in the affirmative (see Figure 1).26 People not covered by 
unemployment insurance systems include federal, military, 
and postal employees; the self-employed; and those in 
several other occupations.27

Other Programs and Databases

Federal, armed forces, and postal service employees. 
Unemployment insurance information for people employed 
by the federal government, armed forces, and postal service 
are not necessarily collected by states. However, a project 
funded by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and 
Training Administration created a data exchange including 
three federal agencies: the Office of Personnel Management, 
the Department of Defense’s Defense Manpower Data 
Center, and the U.S. Postal Service. The resultant Federal 
Employment Data Exchange System (FEDES) matches—it 
does not warehouse—quarterly, individual-level data for most 
but not all federal employees from these three agencies in 
order to help participating states with their federal reporting 
requirements.28 Currently 42 states participate in the data 
exchange. Because these people may not be included 
in state unemployment insurance data systems, FEDES 
serves an important role in collecting data on outcomes of 
educational participation, while allowing participating states to 
track graduates outside their states.

Self-Employed. Partially because of the difficulty of 
determining whether in a given week a self-employed worker 
is unemployed, as well as variability in state laws with 
respect to classifying an occupation as self-employment, 
these people are not included in state unemployment 
insurance data systems.29 In 2007, 21.7 million people were 
self-employed in the United States, collecting $991 billion 
in earned receipts.30 The largest sectors of industry for the 

SOURCE: Employment and Training Administration, Comparison of State Unemployment 
Insurance Laws, 2009 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, 2009): 1-1. Retrieved from 
http://ows.doleta.gov/unemploy/pdf/uilawcompar/2009/coverage.pdf

Figure 1.  

Four-Part Test to Determine Unemployment Insurance Coverage

If 
“Yes”

Were the services performed in 
an employer–employee relationship?

Were the services performed for an employer?

Were the services performed in employment?

Were wages paid for the services?

Services are covered by 
unemployment insurance law.

If 
“Yes”

If 
“Yes”

If 
“Yes”
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self-employed in 2007 were (1) professional, scientific, and 
technical services; (2) construction; (3) real estate and rental 
and leasing; (4) retail trade; (5) administrative and support 
and waste and remediation services; and (6) health care 
and social assistance. These sectors include occupations in 
veterinary services, accounting, general contracting, specialty 
trade contracting, health care, social work, machinery repair, 
and engineering.31

Others not covered. Some of the employed people not 
included in the categories just listed include people employed 
in the intelligence community,32 agriculture, railroads, and 
occupations based primarily on commission.33 Data for some 
of these people may be accessed through the Railroad 
Retirement System or a state department of tax or revenue. 
However, because these systems and departments may 
collect data only once a year, their ability to provide data for 
federal reporting requirements may be limited.

Discussion

Our analysis of legislation and data collection systems 
reveals a strong emphasis on creating longitudinal data 
systems at the individual level and to develop the capacity 
to link data between education and the workforce. Further 
individual-level workforce data are currently shared on a 
grand scale between state and federal agencies, but few, if 
any, sufficiently detailed data are accessible by colleges. In 
this section, we discuss these findings in more detail.

Proposed Linkages

It is clear that the federal government has positioned data 
collection as a critical element in education reform. At the 
same time, the federal government has not been granted the 
authority to develop data systems that track people. Instead, 
states have been encouraged to develop longitudinal data 
systems to track people from preschool to the workforce.

State longitudinal data systems. Through four competitive 
grant programs, states were given flexibility to develop 
systems that would work best within unique state contexts 
while at the same time adhering to the elements set forth in 
the America COMPETES Act. These grants—three rounds of 
SLDS grants and one ARRA-funded grant—originating from 
the U.S. Department of Education have placed SEAs at the 
center of the competitive grant process. To date, nearly half a 
billion dollars has been made available for the development 
of state longitudinal data systems with SEAs as the eligible 
recipients. While it may be the case that SEAs cooperate with 
institutions of higher education in their states, the value of 
providing funds specifically for institutions of higher education 
was acknowledged in HEOA and the proposed AGI. Yet, in 
neither case have funds been provided.

The use of individual-level data is not new to postsecondary 
education. Many institutions and state postsecondary 
systems have embraced the use of data to build cultures of 
evidence and improve system or institutional performance as 
is exemplified by their willingness to participate in initiatives 
such as Achieving the Dream, Access to Success, and 
voluntary frameworks or systems of accountability.34 While 

the question remains, “How specific do data in shared 
systems need to be to be useful for improving institutional 
practice?”, what is important is that paths be made available 
for the data to flow in order to best capture how students 
move within postsecondary education and into the workforce.

Performance measures for federally funded programs. 
The measurement of workforce outcomes for people in 
federally funded programs is not new. Measurement has 
evolved over time to include the perspectives of various 
stakeholders including students, colleges, unions, business, 
and industry; however, there still exist limitations and 
challenges. For example, community colleges have been 
required to report data to be eligible to offer WIA training 
programs, but many times these data are, in fact, not 
available or have proven to be prohibitively expensive to 
collect.

For example, in Florida, currently the gold standard for state 
longitudinal data systems, colleges submit student data to 
the state to match it with tracked outcomes for workforce 
program participants. In return, the colleges receive 
aggregate statistics and suppressed employment data, 
which provide only limited information. As a result, colleges 
still need to undertake the burdensome practice of locating 
and surveying each of their graduates—clearly a suboptimal 
outcome.

The U.S. Department of Education and Department of Labor 
have a variety of programs designed to use individual student 
data to examine the workforce outcomes of educational 
programs. However, most of these student-level data have 
been focused on K–12 education, with explicit funding for 
SEAs. Federally funded programs have collected individual-
level data on postsecondary workforce outcomes to measure 
performance relating to employment placement, retention, 
and earnings, yet not all data are adequately available to 
participating community colleges.

If the ultimate goal of collecting data on all participants 
in education systems is determined to be essential to 
educational reform, the lessons learned from workforce 
legislation are beneficial to the way states think about 
measuring performance from all segments of education, 
not just workforce programs. As exemplified by FEDES, 
the answer does not have to lie in creating large databases 
for continuously collecting and archiving information about 
people. It may be that statewide data exchanges share data 
between sectors of education and the workforce in a periodic 
and systematic way.

The Current State of Data Collection

Community colleges offer credit and noncredit programs 
in academic, developmental, and workforce training. 
The outcomes for their students cover the spectrum of 
employment opportunities, from child-care providers to 
armed forces personnel. If workforce outcome measures are 
required to partially justify the investment in postsecondary 
education, it is important to understand how comprehensive 
current data collection is with respect to these multiple 
outcomes. Data are currently collected and shared between 
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state and federal entities on a broad scale, and they are 
collected and shared between some agencies and states. 
Access to the collected information by colleges, however, is 
not universal, and, although most workforce outcomes are 
accounted for in these systems, some are not.

Access to data. Our findings indicate that data about 
people are frequently being shared among state and federal 
agencies but are not always being provided to colleges. 
In Illinois, for example, community colleges are partners 
in workforce investment activities authorized under WIA. 
However, data on out-of-state workers shared via WRIS has 
not been shared with the colleges. As a result, colleges must 
undertake the burdensome and duplicative effort to collect 
data on their former students via individual surveys. Providing 
sufficiently detailed data to colleges that track the workforce 
outcomes of educational pursuits for individual students 
would greatly reduce the reporting burden (and cost) for 
colleges.

Comprehensive collection. Our findings also indicate that 
not all forms of employment are currently collected in the 
major data systems. Given the number of self-employed 
people and the fact that many of them work in occupations 
for which community colleges provide education and training, 
a concerted effort should be made to include more data on 
this population while protecting the security of these data. 
Utilizing data drawn only from unemployment insurance and 
FEDES sources would provide answers to some specific 
questions but not more relevant policy questions. For 
example, with these data, one could answer the specific 
question, “How many graduates work for an employer?” One 
could not answer the question relevant to policymaking: “How 
many graduates are employed?”

Policy implications

The use of data to make decisions is at the core of an 
accountability culture. The federal government has 
encouraged the collection of individual-level data to inform 
policy decisions in the area of education and workforce 
preparation. These advancements, in addition to the 
numerous data systems and interstate partnerships, 
contribute greatly to our ability to understand the link between 
college and career readiness, but much more needs to be 

done. If we want to create data systems that inform students, 
parents, employers, and the community while improving 
educational practice, strong longitudinal data systems 
must be developed and utilized in ways consistent with a 
variety of both programmatic and educational objectives. 
Addressing the limitations identified in this brief would signify 
a substantial step forward.

Before the workforce outcomes of educational pursuits can 
be comprehensively analyzed, the following activities or 
policies need to receive further attention.

1. Encouraging the establishment of postsecondary
longitudinal data systems. Nearly half a billion dollars
either has been spent or is pending distribution to SEAs
for the expressed purpose of building longitudinal data
systems based on student-unit records. While the Higher
Education Opportunity Act of 2008 and the proposed
American Graduation Initiative (AGI) encourage the
establishment of postsecondary education data systems,
the funds have yet to be provided (and AGI is not yet 
authorized).

2. Providing colleges with access to data. Federal
and state legislation need to explicitly authorize providing
necessary and appropriate workforce-related data to
colleges and their representing agencies, if applicable,
while ensuring adequate privacy protections. The
substantial institutional reporting burdens associated
with federal programs would be greatly reduced if 
colleges were given the ability to more fully interact with
existing data systems and exchange partnerships that 
track individual workforce outcomes.

3. Collecting comprehensive employment data.
Collecting individual-level education and workforce
outcome data across various state and federal 
departments, agencies, and partnerships must 
somehow take into account the role that individual 
choice plays in a given career path as well as the fact
that, currently, employment data are not available for 
all categories of employment. Thus, collecting data that 
truly reflect occupational success for any given trainee 
is an immensely complicated issue that merits further 
analysis. 
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